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Inclusion Expert has helped over 1,000 schools achieve 
outstanding inclusion practice with targeted training, 
consultancy and resources. Daniel and the team regularly 
appear in The Guardian, TES, Headteacher Update, SecEd 
and Academy Magazine. 

ABOUT
INCLUSION 
EXPERT

Our Team Daniel Sobel is Inclusion Expert’s founder and 

lead consultant. An internationally respected leader 

in inclusive education, he has advised the DfE, the 

EU and governments abroad. Daniel is author of the 

Narrowing the Attainment Gap and writes regularly 

for Headteacher Update and The Guardian.

Jon Gibson has worked in both mainstream and 

special school settings and has led on large regional 

school improvement. As the Swindon Project Lead 

he visits all the schools regularly and provides 

oversight to the Virtual School. 

Nathan Atkinson makes regular TV appearances 

for the innovative work he has done as head of 

three schools. Recently named a ‘top 50 teacher in 

the world’, Nathan leads our development of QFT.

Dr. Sue Allingham holds a EdD in EYFS and is 

one of the country’s leading practitioners in early 

years education. A columnist and consultant editor 

for Early Years Educator magazine, Sue leads our 

team in EYFS Training.

Wendy Knott is one of the UK’s leading experts 

in diff erentiation and personalised learning, She 

pioneered an approach that has been heralded in 

Headteacher Update.

Michael Purches has nearly two decades of 

experience heading special needs schools and has 

led numerous multi-school projects. Michael heads 

Inclusion Expert’s Northern Region team.

Jill O’Connell is Inclusion Expert’s Director 

of Consultancy. She is an authority on targeted 

school support and is a seasoned trainer of school 

improvement partners.

SWINDON VIRTUAL SCHOOL PROGRAMME   |   3

CONTENTS

About Inclusion Expert 3 

Swindon Virtual School Project 6

Inclusion Systems 8

Quality First Teaching (QFT) 10

Teaching Assistants 20

Line Managers 24

Workshops 26

Appendix
(Articles by Daniel Sobel) 28

Daniel Sobel takes a 
balanced and refl ective 
perspective on attainment 
and disadvantage and then 
distills this into helpful 
guidance for schools.

Steve Higgins, Prof of Education 
at Durham University and 
Author of the Education 
Endownment Fund Toolkit

Daniel Sobel’s approach to how to meet the needs of 
children who struggle in school, for whatever reason, makes 
perfect sense. Working with Daniel is one of the few times in 
my career that I’ve not only had a lightbulb moment but an 
experience that changed my perceptions of learning forever. 
The results for my school were dramatic.

Sarah Conant MSc, Consultant Headteacher



STAGE 1: INCLUSION SYSTEMS

STAGE 2: QUALITY FIRST TEACHING

STAGE 3: TEACHING ASSISTANTS

STAGE 4: LINE MANAGERS

We have received a DfE award for the Pupil 
Premium work we have done. The action 
plan we developed with you was part of 
the process to evidence our approaches – 
and now we are eligible for a larger award. 
We just wanted to say thank you!
Amanda Campbell, Headteacher

Dear Colleagues,

I am proud to welcome you to the Path To Outstanding 
Programme in Swindon.

This programme is a partnership between Swindon Schools, 
Swindon Virtual School and Inclusion Expert.

As a fellow Headteacher I share your passion for improving 
outcomes for Swindon pupils.

This programme has been designed to provide personalised and 
bespoke educational support to your schools and settings. It will 
be a process undertaken with you, not to you.

Swindon Virtual School will be recognising the future success of 
this programme later in the year at the Swindon Teaching Awards 
Ceremony hosted by Peter Nathan, Head of Education.

Both Inclusion Expert and Swindon Virtual School look forward to 
sharing this learning journey with you.

Kind regards,

Sonja Joseph 
Headteacher

Our Swindon
Sonia Joseph

Swindon Virtual School

SWINDON

OXFORDSHIRWILTSHIRE

UNDERSTANDING
THE SWINDON 
VIRTUAL SCHOOL 
PROJECT 

4  |   INCLUSION EXPERT SWINDON VIRTUAL SCHOOL PROGRAMME   |   5

The project in a nutshell
• Inclusion Expert is running a comprehensive   

 inclusion improvement programme with 

 Swindon’s virtual school

•  The goal of the programme is sustainable change—

 for example, line managers will be trained so 

 that they can continue the process after our   

 consultants have left

•  The programme is designed to get schools 

 OFSTED ready 

•  In other schools our programmes have halved the   

 attainment gap within 6 months

  For completed training phase, schools and 

  individual teachers and TAs receive Inclusion 

  Expert awards for outstanding inclusive practice.

Expected Outcomes
•  Attainment gap narrowed by 30% from 
 each school’s starting point

• Staff  have access to and are trained in a 
 suite of resources for tracking provisions,   
 attainment, recording soft data and so on

• Sustainable systems established in each   
 school for long term impact

• Stakeholders from outside school involved 
 in the process of improvement

Method
•  Consultancy and individualised action planning
•  Provision of tried and tested resources
•  Online training
•  Workshops
•  Coaching



Stakeholders
• Demonstrate active engagement with governors   

 and put minutes of this on website
• Convene a stakeholders meeting. Document your   
 school’s unique setting and approach
• Hold a staff  meeting to discuss the Pupil Premium   
 (‘PP’) process

Other schools
•  Engage feeder schools about moderating levels, 
 catching SEN even earlier, standardising   
 information and transition planning

Family liaison
•  Significantly increase parent/carer engagement on   
 learning, aspiration and curriculum

Diff erentiation
•  Develop classroom teachers’ nuanced   
 understanding of their students

• Link provision to curriculum

Aspiration
•  Develop higher aspirations in PP students: whole   
 school, previous school, broader than school,   
 community owned, pervasive, persistent, insistent
• Link whole school aspiration to the classroom and   

 to each intervention

SEN
•  Instigate pre- and over-learning across the school,   

 build a language rich school

• Compare the intervention list to the actual needs   

 of the student cohort

Measure and Demonstrate Impact
•  Produce case studies that demonstrate 

 soft data impact

• Be able to immediately access what PP info is useful

• Create a more detailed overview of PP expenditure   

 showing cost per student of each intervention;   

 consider using a financial provision map

• Develop a whole-school provision map to show   

 interventions in play and their cost, as well as their   

 impact as measured by both hard and soft data

To explain three action points in particular:

Convene a stakeholders meeting 
and document your unique setting 
and approach
When you can demonstrate that the context of 

impoverishment is unique to your school, and is based in 

a particular community with specific needs, you open the 

door to building your own, unique approach. No school 

faces the same challenges in narrowing the gap. You 

can rationalise your entire approach to Ofsted if you can 

articulate the factors unique to you. Ask stakeholders for 

their views and put them on the PP website.

Link provision to curriculum through 
teacher and TA collaboration
Beware interventions that do not directly promote 

curriculum engagement. In an ideal world all 

interventions would be home grown, developed by your 

teachers and TAs and rooted in the curriculum. In a school 

where 30 interventions are delivered, aim that at least 20 

are based specifically on the curriculum.

Compare the intervention list to the 
needs of the actual student cohort
Bog standard interventions often miss the point.

Schools need nuanced assessments and a thoughtful 

intervention strategy.

Why get an SEN review?
Our consultancy will ensure you are compliant with the 

SEND Code of Practice 0-25, are maximising your SEN 

assessment, provision and budget and that you can 

demonstrate the impact of your work. By the end of the 

day we will have co-authored an implementation plan 

setting a clear path to your next Ofsted level.

Bespoke to your school’s individual needs, 

this day includes: 

• A detailed review of files and assessments, leading   

 to a whole-school audit of need and effi  cient   

 provision strategy design

• Implementation of systems for tracking and   

 demonstrating impact

• A review and rewrite of advice to teachers about   

 how best to meet the needs of students

• Setting up an entirely new, paperless SEN system   

 to maximise effi  ciency and save time and money

STAGE I: 
INCLUSION 
SYSTEMS 
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CONSULTANCY

Day 1 PP Review and 
 implementation plan
 
Day 2 SEN Review and implementation plan
 
Day 3 Inclusion systems and resource 
 implementation
 – rationalisation of deployment 
  of staffi  ng and resources against   
  detailed review of need
Day 4 Six week review
 

RESOURCES

Access to 100+ resources
(worth £3,000)

What a Pupil Premium 
Review should deliver 
for your school
reproduced from 

The Essential Guide to the Pupil Premium Handbook by Daniel Sobel

Although there are no set rules on how to carry out a 

Pupil Premium Review, I believe it should be as broad 

and deep as one day’s collaborative working can allow. 

By the end of the day your school should have clear 

guidance and a specific plan of action, as well as the 

most important element: a clear idea of what success 

looks like. Inclusion Expert uses over 40 categories 

to evaluate Pupil Premium management in a school, 

across four perspectives: the individual student, 

interventions, whole-school and wider community.

Daniel’s latest book
Narrowing the 

Attainment Gap 
is now available.



360° Assessment
The 360 Assessment is one of 

our most powerful and popular 

resources. It’s easy to use—simply 

fi ll out the form for the student, 

giving a mark out of ten for each 

indicator of need. 

Once you have identifi ed your 

concerns you can diff erentiate, plan 

interventions or bring in additional 

support. Using straightforward 

language, the 360 covers everything 

from classroom learning to 

neurological indicators, attitude, and 

social and mental health.

The 360 solves three common  

inclusion challenges:

1)  It enables teachers to  

 communicate presentations  

 of need in an accurate and  

 nuanced way. It is not a tool for  

 diagnosis, but it allows teachers to  

 move from broad, unhelpful  

 observations (“James is bouncing  

 off  the walls”) to specifi c  

 articulations of need.

2)  In turn, this specifi city  

 maximises referral outcomes.  
 It is common for referrals to
  e.g. CAMHS to be refused because  
 they don’t meet criteria, when  
 in fact they do, but have not been  
 properly articulated.

3)  Finally, the 360 enables teachers  
 to take responsibility for students,  
 rather than relying on ed psychs  
 or other external specialists

• Gives teachers and TAs  

 the language to express  

 what is really going on  

 for their students

• Broad categories of

 possible inhibitors

• Mark each component

 to track and personalise

 support

• Expert advice 

 and  detail

Provision Map
The Inclusion Expert Provision 

Map is an all-in-one tracking 

tool for your interventions and 

inclusion budget.

It involves two elements: a provision 

map and a fi nancial provision map.

The provision map allows you 

to track your interventions by 

individual, cohort and year group. 

You can set entry and exit criteria 

for each intervention, add notes 

about specifi c students or strategies 

and create reports.

The fi nancial provision map 

applies similar functionality to your 

inclusion budgeting. You can analyse 

costs by intervention, individual and 

cohort, compare value for money 

and budget for future years.

• Most schools place this on their

 desktops as it is the most  

 effi  cient way of giving useful  

 advice to teachers about  

 individual students

•  Schools use this programme to

 become completely paperless in

 SEN and inclusion

• With a click of a button, 

 all provision map  

 information about a 

 chosen student is brought  

 together in one

 printable page

• Track fi nancial spending

 on PP, SEN and any

 intervention

Two of our resources explained
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6 Key Facts:

I  The Investigative Nuanced Approach encourages 

 the teacher to seek a deeper, more nuanced   

 understanding of their student. It sees this as a   

 foundational step

2  The INA can be applied to all lessons

3 Rather than coming up with new materials, the 

 INA shows teachers how to cleverly adapt the   

 resources they already use

4  The INA is delivered in small groups and is 

 bespoke to teachers’ needs

5  The INA encourages TAs to participate in learning

 sessions, to promote a collaborative approach to

 classroom management

6  The SENCO/head/T&L lead or appropriate school   

 leader shadows Wendy in order to master the 

 process, so they’re able to roll out the method across   

 the whole school

 

Outsanding Inclusive 
Teaching Award 

QFT

•  Certificate for
graduating teachers

• Outstanding inclusive teaching 
award for the school

RESOURCES

Online mastery of teaching 
standards course for 
Primary and Secondary schools – 
Nathan Atkinson
2 Days (equivalent)

Online mastery of EYFS standards –
Dr Sue Allingham
2 Days (equivalent)

STAGE 2: 
QUALITY FIRST 
TEACHING 
(QFT) 
QFT, Diff erentiation and Personalised 
Learning coaching.

WORKSHOPS

T&L Line Managers
–  Clarifying expectations: 

what should you be seeing?
–  Eff ective coaching model
–  Challenging conversations with 

teachers who don’t get it
2 Days (equivalent)
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Outstanding diff erentiation 
training and coaching

The Investigative Nuanced Approach
The Investigative Nuanced Approach was pioneered 

by Inclusion Expert’s Wendy Knott, a leading expert in 

diff erentiation and personalised learning. INA is both a 

learning process for teachers and the means for them to 

deliver personalised diff erentiation in the classroom.

Why most diff erentiation doesn’t stick
Most diff erentiation training is too generic and is 

delivered in lecture format or via textbooks. This does 

not address key barriers.

Key barriers for teachers 
implementing diff erentiation
• Teachers don’t have enough time 

 to make elaborate resources

• Teachers don’t know their 

 students well enough

• It’s too easy to use generic 

 ‘diff erentiated’ materials 

 which do not meet 

 individual students’ needs

COACHING & TRAINING

•  Outstanding Diff erentiation
Coaching for Teachers

• Training for the Teaching and Learning
Line Manager

2 Days (equivalent)

rning



Why most diff erentiation 
training doesn’t stick

I believe that most diff erentiation training is too 

generic and fails to address key barriers faced by 

individual students.

That is why I favour Wendy Knott’s investigative 

approach, which involves talking to teachers to identify 

their needs. We should encourage teachers to seek more 

feedback from their students in order to broaden their 

understanding of the diffi  culties they face.

The key tenets of an investigative 
approach are:
• Nuanced understanding: as a fi rst step, the teacher   

 should seek a deeper understanding of their students

• Applied to all lessons: to be time effi  cient, solutions   

 should be reusable and contribute to good teaching   

 for all students, rather than just one or two   

 challenging individuals

• Small groups: training should be delivered to small   

 groups in a tailored way, not generalised for all 

 staff  at once

• Teaching assistants: TAs shouldn’t babysit a single   

 person or remove disruptive students from the   

 classroom. They should be aware of what is being   

 taught and proactive in the delivery of materials.

Achieving eff ective
diff erentiation: common pitfalls
Daniel Sobel

Throughout my career, I have observed that the vast 

majority of teachers have a strong and sincere desire 

to diff erentiate, yet too often they rely on a flimsy 

understanding of the underlying principles. They may 

have gleaned ideas from the internet or attended CPD 

or twilight sessions which reference the topic in vague 

terms, but they lack the tools to implement a nuanced 

articulation of individualised learning.

Common examples of well-
intentioned but ineff ective attempts 
at diff erentiation include:
• Increasing the size of a font or worksheet in the hope  

 the student will suddenly “get it” because it’s larger

• Double-spacing text, again without altering vocabulary

• Using teaching assistants to explain text, without   

 thinking about how work could be pitched so that   

 pupils think independently

• Expecting students with language processing   

 diffi  culties to successfully interpret poetry because   

 the teacher has given the student a choice   

 of descriptive words, of equal inferential complexity,  

 that could fit into a sentence gap.

Real diff erentiation is about devising and implementing 

strategies that scaff old the kind of nuanced support

that is expected in the modern classroom.

Examples of eff ective diff erentiation might include: 

• timed learning targets

• writing patterns of behaviour into support 

 (as opposed to simply trying to squash challenging   

 behaviours with carrot or stick)

• giving autism spectrum disorder or ADHD students   

 “fiddle time” between tasks

• allowing time out from learning when needed

• qualifying subject-specific vocabulary for students   

 with short-term or working memory diffi  culties.

Real diff erentiation is about devising and 
implementing strategies that scaff old the kind 
of nuanced support that is expected in the 
modern classroom.
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The INA training process – 
example of delivery 
over two days

Session 1
•  Meet with SENCo and relevant school leaders, usually  

 including lead for teaching and learning, to discuss   

 the overview of needs in the school

• A series of 20 minute back of class observations for   

 candidate teachers and TAs

• Feedback, discussion and coaching with candidate   

 teachers and TAs

• Co-authoring of  targets for follow up sessions based  

 on chosen students

• Informal group discussion over coff ee with all of the  

 teachers and TAs to troubleshoot

 

Session 2
• Meet with SENCo and relevant school leaders, usually  

 including lead for teaching and learning, to discuss   

 how the teachers have responded

• A further series of 20 minute observations to see   

 planned initiatives in action

• Feedback, discussion and coaching with candidate   

 teachers and TAs

• Co-authoring of longer term planning

• Informal group discussion over coff ee with all of the  

 teachers and TAs to share successes

The biggest factor in my 
experience is so often that 
bugbear of educators 
everywhere: teachers are 
overstretched as it is, and 
simply don’t have the time 
or energy to prepare 
eff ective materials or to 
devote to one or two 
students that need help.

Daniel Sobel



How does it work?

WATCH READ DO REVIEW

33 5-minute 
training videos on

specifi c skills

Read excerpts from 
OFSTED statutory 

frameworks and other 
expert guidance

Practise the 
skill with 

two students

Guidance for the line
manager to review 
the impact of what 

has been learnt

S TT A N D A R D I 
SetS  high expectations 

whiwh ch inspire, motivate 
and challenge  pupils

(3 packages)

S T AA N D AD A R DDD 33
Demonstrate good

subject and curriculum
knowledge

(3 packages)

SS T AS T AS T A N DN D AD AD R DR D 22 
Promote good 
progress and 

outcomes by pupils

(5 packages)

S T A N D A R D 6 
Make accurate and

productive use
of assessment

(4 packages)

S T A N D A R D 8 
Fulfi l wider

professional 
responsibilities

(5 packages)

S T A N D A R D 7 
Manage behaviour 

eff ectively to
ensure a good and safe 
learning environment

(4 packages)

S T AS T A N D AN D A R DR D 44 
Plan and teach 

well-structured 
lessons

(5 packages)

S T AT A N D AN D A R DR 55
Adapt teaching to

respond to the
 strengths and 

needs of all pupils

(4 packages)

Series overview 
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QFT: an online training
series by Nathan Atkinson

Each teacher will select a minimum of two 

disadvantaged children to measure the impact of their 

online training. They will accurately identify their 

needs and meet those needs with personalised learning 

and diff erentiation. We will support that journey by 

training line managers to mentor their team members 

to drive forward attainment.

A successful formula

Time: the 5 minute bite size video and the very short 

readings are specifically designed to fit around a busy 

teacher’s day.

Ease: the fact that all material is online means 

teachers can watch and read from their phone, tablets 

or laptops, from home or work, any time of the week.

Two Students: the practical elements of every video 

are practised with two students in the classroom, with 

the aim of significantly improving their attainment.

OFSTED: although the course isn’t just about 

preparing for OFSTED, the key OFSTED and Statutory 

Framework requirements are clearly laid against every 

step. This can be used as evidence for an inspection.

Management: the sustainability and impact of 

any training is directly linked to the ability of the line 

manager to support their staff  to progress.

 

•  Teaching standards in detail
•  Diff erentiation and 
 personalised learning

Nathan Atkinson 
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T E A C H I N G  S TA N D A R D  6
Accurate and productive 

assessment
•  Assessment moderation
•  Identifying gaps in learning
•  SMART targets to narrow gaps
•  Positive feedback to drive 
 forward attainment

T E A C H I N G  S TA N D A R D  7
Manage behaviour to ensure

a safe environment

•  Positive behaviour plan pre-empting triggers
•  Specifi c reward connected to progress 
 and attitude
•  Explore motivations and consider using 
 PP money
•  Pre-emptive plan for when things go wrong

T E A C H I N G  S TA N D A R D  8
Fulfi ll Wider Professional 

Responsibilities

•  Participate in AR, PEP or external 
 agency meetings
•  Speak with specialist staff 
•  Eff ective use of TAs
•  Book scrutiny moderation
•  Liaise with home

 
 T E A C H I N G  S TA N D A R D  5
Adapt to respond to strengths 

and needs of all pupils

•  Moderation of diff erentiation
•  Understand student needs
•  Understand student relationships
•  Plan and review pupil profi le
•  Adapt curriculum planning to meet  
 student interest

Journey  of the 
Vulnerable Child

 
 T E A C H I N G  S TA N D A R D  4
Plan & teach well-structured lessons
•  Support self-management and regulation
•  Purposeful and structured questioning
•  Adapting home-learning
•  Careful tracking of student outcomes
•  Adapt curriculum planning to meet  

 
 T E A C H I N G  S TA N D A R D  2
Promote progress and outcomes
•  Assess-Plan-Do-Review
•  Mind map
•  Peer assessment
•  Personalising
•  Celebrate student interest

 
 T E A C H I N G  S TA N D A R D  3
Demonstrate good subject and 

curriculum knowledge
•  Pupil-teacher conference
•  Use specialist advice
•  Pre and over learning

The teacher learns 
through eight 
teaching standards

Each standard requires the 
teacher to complete a task for 
2 chosen students (or more)

T E A C H I N G  S TA N D A R D  I
High Expectations: Inspire,  

Motivate and Challenge
•  Role in the classroom
•  Safe environment
•  SMART targets
•  Consistent regular praise

Simple actions based on the Teaching 
Standards – things classroom teachers 
should already be doing – can have a 
big impact on narrowing the gap.



The attainment Gap in EYFS
Daniel Sobel, adapted from Headteacher Update

It is well known at the attainment gap starts to develop 

long before children arrive at school. But what can we 

do in the EYFS to tackle the problem early on?

The Bercow Review (2008) says that a large proportion of 

children begin school with limited basic communication 

skills, which are vital for an eff ective start to schooling.

The report highlights that there is a direct link between 

young children’s language and communication skills 

and their academic achievements down the line.

Ten years on from Bercow, the gap has hardly narrowed. 

But I believe we can identify the two biggest barriers that 

stand in the way of addressing the challenge during the 

Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS). These are:

1. Leaders of primary and secondary schools who are

 trying to narrow the attainment gap in their own   

 settings fail to communicate with and support their  

 feeder EYFS settings

2. The leaders of multi-academy trusts (MAT),   

 secondaries and even many primaries do not have a  

 suffi  ciently sophisticated grasp of what help is   

 necessary in the EYFS

As a result of these two easily addressable flaws, the EYFS 

is left to face our country’s most challenging problem 

alone without any significant support or investment 

from the broader educational fraternity.

We work on the basis that the following simple needs 

have the biggest impact on the attainment gap:

1. Importance of parental engagement and participation

2. Importance of quality interactions

3. Need for well-informed staff 

4. Need for a constructive environment to 

 facilitate learning

6. Need for simple planning based on learning, not activities
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EYFS: an online training series 
by Dr. Sue Allingham

Dr. Sue Allingham

EYFS Review
inclusion Expert runs two 
types of EYFS review:

I General EYFS Review 
 

This looks at every aspect of 

EYFS against both the statutory 

framework and Ofsted Guidelines.

It results in a co-authored 

implementation plan.

2 EYFS Inclusion Review  
 

This homes in on the areas that 

many EYFS settings struggle 

with, such as Year 1 readiness and 

transitioning from play-based to 

formal learning.

S E R I E S  I

 Identifying needs

S E R I E S  2

 Meeting Individual needs

The Unique 
Child

(3 packages)

Interactions
(4 packages)

Emotional
Environment
(5 packages)

Physical
Environment
(4 packages)

Characteristics
of eff ective

learning
(4 packages)

Starting 
Points

(4 packages)

S ES ES E RR

Observation
(6 packages)

22

Learning 
Journals

(4 packages)

How does it work?

WATCH READ DO REVIEW

33 5-minute 
training videos on

specifi c skills

Read excerpts from 
OFSTED statutory 

frameworks and other 
expert guidance

Practise the 
skill with 

two students

Guidance for the line
manager to review 
the impact of what 

has been learnt

The outside environment is 
rich with opportunities 
for diff erent language 
acquisition and use as 
well as types of thinking. 

Daniel Sobel

Outsanding EYFS Award 



      I know of too many schools 
where the skills and confi dence of 
TAs remain untapped. As a result, TAs 
aren’t able to build key relationships 
with parents and outside agencies, 
and are rarely asked about the very 
students they know best.
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STAGE 3: 
TEACHING 
ASSISTANTS

Maximising impact of TA deployment
• Certifi cate for individual TAs
• Outstanding TAs award for the school

ONLINE TRAINING

3 Online TA Training Courses
–  The outstanding TA in 

the classroom
–  Supporting personalised learning
–  Pre- and over-learning
6 Days (equivalent)

WORKSHOPS

For SENCOs: Getting the most out
of your TAs
–  Eff ective regular line management
–  handling under-performance
–  managing TAs who are parents or have

 been in the school for many years
3 Days (equivalent)

For TAs: Getting the most out of your students
–  Using the 360 assessment resource

not getting in the way of learning
–  quality interactions
6 Days (equivalent)

t

CONSULTANCY

TA Audit
1 Day

Outsanding TAs Award 



Teaching assistants: the unsung 
heroes of education
Daniel Sobel, adapted from The Guardian

Often underused and under-trained, teaching 

assistants are an untapped resource in schools. Daniel 

Sobel explores what happens when TAs are supported 

to fulfil their potential.

Teaching assistants have had a bad rap in the press 

recently. It’s common to hear senior leaders and 

policymakers questioning their value altogether. But many 

teachers, students and parents would argue that they 

are one of the best things about our schools: with their 

individualised support, thousands of our children flourish.

Perhaps an obvious question for headteachers is: 

why wouldn’t you invest in all of your staff ? There’s a 

notion that money spent on TA development would 

be extravagant. But TAs can actually have the greatest 

impact in solving schools’ most time-consuming and 

expensive issues.

I’ve worked with schools and their TAs to establish 

systems that have massively impacted attendance of the 

most vulnerable, attainment of all inclusion groups and 

a significant reduction in fixed-term exclusions. I have 

seen TAs solve a school’s ‘aggressive parent problem’ 

precisely because they are perceived as unthreatening, 

are able to reassure parents and can create a special 

connection with their children. I have witnessed how 

well they support teachers in understanding students, 

save valuable time in creating diff erentiated materials, 

and deliver provisions and small-group work to foster 

real, high-impact learning.

Here are three examples of great TAs with whom I have 

worked, and who with just a bit of investment have since 

inspired similar developments in many other schools:

Gail: a focus on pastoral support for 
vulnerable students
Gail, 48-year-old mother of two and a previous market 

stall owner, seemed to naturally gravitate to the naughty 

students—and the gravitation was mutual, particularly when 

students clearly disliked other staff . I made this natural 

affi  nity into a job, giving her a room where she could meet 

students and a desk and phone for basic admin. We met 

weekly to discuss her cases and, as her confidence grew, she 

honed her skills and broadened her reach.

Soon she began to liaise with external agencies and services 

on behalf of the school. Gail now organises, attends and 

briefs around all significant pastoral meetings. She notices 

and actions hidden child protection issues, supports 

vulnerable students to succeed and attain good results, 

quickly addresses cases of bullying and saves the senior 

leadership team an immeasurable amount of time and 

energy each week.

Denise: supporting year 7, teachers and 
parents with transition into secondary
Denise, 38 and mother of two, suggested that the toughest 

problems were to be found in year 7. She rightly pointed 

out that the school didn’t know its newest students well 

enough and that we should work more closely with feeder 

primary schools. She designed a schedule for meeting 

year 5 parents, and developed a transition programme 

and team that she trains and manages. She knows every 

year 7 student that has any form of need, as well as their 

parents; she liaises with agency support teams and briefs 

all teachers at the start of the year.

This generates the best possible bespoke pastoral and 

learning support. Aside from creating an environment 

where new students can hit the ground running, she helps 

parents through the arduous process of getting much-

needed statements and financial support in advance of 

coming to the school, and pre-empts a host of issues that 

would otherwise drain resources.

Alison: in-depth knowledge of students’ 
learning profi les
Alison, 47 and also a mother of two, told me we needed to 

know the students’ learning profiles better. I asked her to 

help set something up. Before I knew it, she had devised 

a way of running a whole-school assessment procedure. 

It’s hard to quantify the worth to a school of this level 

of knowledge and skill. It can save its SEN department 

thousands of pounds and numerous headaches.

These real-life case studies exist through a belief in the 

worth and potential impact of TAs. Sadly stories like these 

are all too few. It’s my belief that TAs should be made to feel 

that their voice counts. With TAs who are valued, trained 

and supported, we will be supporting the most vulnerable 

children in our education system and allowing them to 

reach their full potential.

22  |   INCLUSION EXPERT SWINDON VIRTUAL SCHOOL PROGRAMME   |   23

TA Training

THREE COURSES
•  Diff erentiation
•  Pre- and over-learning
•  TA’s role during the lesson

Each section of the 
training includes:
•  A small amount of focused
 reading
•  A test to ensure learning
•  A task based on a student the
 TA is working with

Three online courses for TAs and their line managers 

to become outstanding. Our training provides cutting 

edge practice - which includes exercises in the 

classroom to cement learning - whilst delivering cost 

eff ective training to your school.
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STAGE 4: 
LINE 
MANAGERS

Supporting schools to manage 
staff  and resources through the 
biggest challenges

WORKSHOPS

Workshops for line managers
10 Days (equivalent)

Half day forums for SENCOs
6 Days (equivalent)

We guarantee that we will:
•  work on your individual school needs

•  make it work for your setting

•  provide an opportunity to speak with the   
 experts directly about your setting

•  provide a follow-up day, to review what   
 worked and advise on next steps

•  provide an opportunity to collaborate with   
 other schools to see what is practiced for   
 good and for bad in many settings

•  give you free templates and systems to take   
 back to your school

This is what we don’t do!:
•  PowerPoints!

•  passive listening

•  workshops led by peoplewho are far   
 removed from practical day-to-day life of   
 schools and lost in policy

•  charge you if you don’t get what you need –  
 if you’re not satisfi ed with the results 
 you get your money back

•  lose touch after the workshop and 
 just leave you to it

•  off er bog-standard workshops that have   
 been delivered elsewhere



The SENCO set of workshops is a 

collation of our best tips, tricks and 

time savers. You won’t fi nd this 

expertise in a book. The real gold 

emerges when we get to know our 

clients over a course of workshops, 

and participants are able to access 

our knowledge fi rst hand.

SENCO FORUM
SENCO Support Series

(for SENCOs, their line managers 
and pastoral leaders)

Challenges facing SENCOs and 
Pastoral Leaders

Inclusion Expert Half Day Courses

Too much paperwork Top 10 shortcuts through the paperwork

Meetings that drag on and  don’t get you what you need How to get what you want from even shorter meetings

Really challenging parents How to manage the toughest parents

Not getting what you need from SEN Panel, CAMHS and agencies How to maximise your eff orts and nearly always get what you need

Getting teachers on board to diff erentiate, and even respect the SENCO role Managing sideways

We do so many good things for our students but the hard data isn’t good Harness your soft data to tell the real story to Governors and Ofsted

Time consuming and challenging failure cases How to deal with the hardest cases

How to work with my SLT Managing upwards

How to get the most out of my TAs Managing downwards

Just not enough time Time saving tips

Uh oh – Ofsted! Prepping for the visit

Prioritising urgent matters on the endless to-do list How to keep calm by prioritising in the most eff ective way

What on earth do I do when ‘x’ arises? Formulas for busting nearly all complex scenarios

Robust whole-school assessment procedures and protocols Create your own bespoke procedures for your school setting 
based on tried and tested principles that work

WORKSHOP I
Reducing the time and 
maximising the positive 
outcomes of your most 
challenging fi ve students

(for Heads, Deputies, SENCOs, 
Pastoral Leads)

WORKSHOP 4
How to get the most 
out of your EYFS team

(for Heads and EYFS Leads)

WORKSHOP 2
How to actually narrow 
30% of your PP attainment 
gap in six months

(for Heads and Deputies)

WORKSHOP 5
Implementing 
wholeschool measurable 
and sustainable impact.

(for Senior Leaders)

WORKSHOP 3
How to get the most from 
your SEN budget, SENCO 
and TAs and maximise the 
outcome of your most 
vulnerable students

(for Heads and EYFS Leads)

This series of workshops is 

delivered according to the needs of 

the SENCOs and settings. Most will 

be delivered as part of a running 

series of half-day sessions over 

the course of a year, although 

each of these stand alone as well. 

You will notice that we don’t do 

the usual focus on Dyslexia and 

Autism and other general SEN 

issues per se. What we focus on is 

solving the barriers SENCOs face 

in being a leader of SEN – namely 

the ‘management of people, 

information and resources’.

Workshops
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Lesson 1: 
The gap can be narrowed even from 
a diffi  cult starting point.
Sarah commissioned a Pupil Premium review which 

validated her concerns. She wanted the review to 

identify barriers to progress and articulate the steps

needed to close the gap. Although the review was carried 

out in just a day, half of that time was spent co-authoring 

a detailed and robust implementation plan mapping out:

• areas for development

• what success would look like

• specific action points for each success criterion

• identification of who should implement what/when

• next steps

The plan stretched to 30+ points covering everything 

from how the school liaises with parents to governance, 

assessment and interventions, hard and soft data capture, 

and even liaison with other schools and outside agencies.

The gap doesn’t exist in just one area of a school’s work, 

it is a broad socio-economic phenomenon and schools 

need to sharpen every faculty across a broad range of 

understanding and skills. But it can be done, even from 

the toughest of starting points.

Lesson 2: 
A Pupil Premium review and action plan 
is only as successful as it is specifi c, 
relevant and authored by the school.
Schools sometimes think: ‘let’s bring in an external 

consultant who does Pupil Premium reviews regularly 

and have them fix the issue for us’. But it’s not as simple 

as getting a plumber in to mend a pipe: narrowing 

the gap is a whole-school issue and must be owned 

by the school. The best ideas will be generated from 

within. What works in one school in one region won’t 

necessarily help in another.

Pupil Premium reviews fall fl at if they lack breadth and 

depth, or fail to understand the specific local setting. 

Of course expertise is needed, but it must facilitate the 

involvement of staff  and the incorporation of their insights.

At Sarah Conant’s school in Ely, key challenges included 

gaining a greater understanding of issues and building 

relationships. Urgent concerns for the school included:

• The need for nuanced identification of student needs  

 including soft data factors such as preparedness for   

 learning, engagement and confidence

• The need to reach out to families and ensure staff    

 knew the families, inspired community aspiration   

 and managed expectations

• The need to tackle a significant mobility issue with a  

 high percentage mid-phase entry

• Lack of teacher training in personalised learning and  

 diff erentiation

• The need for an SEND review
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Is it possible to halve the attainment 
gap in just six months? Inclusion Expert 
Daniel Sobel off ers five lessons for 
eff ective whole-school Pupil Premium 
strategies.

STRATEGIES 
TO BRIDGE THE 
ATTAINMENT 
GAP

The number of schools that have not been able to make 

even a dent in their attainment gap since the inception 

of the Pupil Premium is quite staggering.

But I have also seen success in a myriad of forms. In this 

article I aim to capture what I believe to be a winning 

formula for narrowing the gap that could be applied in 

most settings.

I have chosen one particular case study of a primary 

school where we followed the formula to the letter and, 

within six months, halved the attainment gap. We went 

on to apply the approach in a number of schools in the 

local area with significant success.

Here is that story.

Pupil Premium – a case study
Sarah Conant, executive headteacher of the Diocese of 

Ely Multi-Academy Trust, stepped in to temporarily take 

over a primary school with a serious attainment gap. 

Sarah is an inspirational headteacher willing to take on 

challenging schools.

She explained: “We had received a letter from the 

Department for Education highlighting the key issues. 

They wanted us to act quickly: financial spending was 

not specified well enough, monitoring of Pupil Premium 

spending was ad hoc, interventions were not assessed for 

impact, and governors didn’t understand the importance 

of the Pupil Premium and the targeted funding required.

“No-one had looked at the real needs of the Pupil 

Premium cohorts. In addition the school had brand new 

senior leadership, faced issues with teaching, and had 

hard data that was very much in the red.”

Reproduced from Headteacher Update

      Narrowing the gap is 
a whole-school issue ...
the best ideas will be 
generated from within. 
What works in one region 
won’t necessarily help 
in another.



FIND OUT 
MORE ABOUT 
INCLUSION EXPERT
You’ll fi nd all you need to know about our 

approach and the services we off er in our series 

of menus of support. Contact us to request 

copies, or visit www.inclusionexpert.com 

INDIVIDUAL SCHOOLS

Inclusion Expert menu of support

DESIGNATED LAC LEAD TRAINING

Inclusion Expert menu of support

TEACHING SCHOOL ALLIANCES

Inclusion Expert menu of support

INDIVIDUAL 
SCHOOLS
Find out about all the 
services we can off er to 
get your school on the 
path to outstanding 
inclusion practice.

DESIGNATED 
LAC LEAD 
TRAINING
Find out what Inclusion 
Expert can do to upskill 
your LAC leads. All our 
training is tailored to 
your needs.

TEACHING 
SCHOOL 
ALLIANCES
See why Teaching School 
Alliances choose to work 
with Inclusion Expert.

SENCO SUPPORT SERVICE

Inclusion Expert menu of support
The Inclusion Expert

Essential Guide to the Pupil Premium

Webinar and Video Training

Inclusion Expert menu

SENCO 
SUPPORT 
SERVICE
You’ll be left in no doubt 
that Inclusion Expert can 
deliver quality support, 
tailored to your 
particular challenges.

ESSENTIAL 
GUIDE TO 
PUPIL PREMIUM
The easy-to-follow 
booklet will clear away 
the clouds and help you 
get the best results for 
your students.

WEBINAR/VIDEO 
TRAINING 
The best form of training 
is real human-to-human 
interaction, but nowadays 
that doesn’t mean you have 
to be there! Browse our 
menu of regular webinars 
and target your learning.
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Lesson 3: 
An environment that fosters parental 
engagement and promotes aspiration.
After the review Sarah reflected: “I think it’s about trying 

to understand where the parents are coming from both 

literally and in their thought processes. You need to 

target them as much as their children.”

Getting to know the families of students can make a 

significant diff erence in narrowing the gap. Not only can 

a school gain a closer understanding of the major social 

and economic factors at work in the community, but 

by bringing parents “on side”, can have a greater impact 

than the hiring of a few more TAs ever would. To this 

end, the actions Sarah’s school took included:

• Building community aspiration and off ering   

 opportunities for informality, openness, expressing   

 “you are welcome”, “you belong” and so on

• Emphasising cross-curricular support of students   

 through music and other activities

• Inspiring parents through publicised good news 

 stories, such as stories in the local press noting   

 achievements in art and sport

• Inviting parents for coff ee and cake at numeracy   

 and literacy participation events – parents aren’t   

 invited to a “talk”, but to a combination of activity,   

 food and socialising

• Making family engagement the focal point of key   

 school events, such as the picnic at sports day

• Increasing formal forums for parental voice

After a few weeks of targeted eff orts, Sarah found that 

previously hard to reach parents were taking fresh 

interest in their children’s learning.

Another identifi ed need was to gain a nuanced 

understanding of student needs, including soft data 

factors. To achieve this the school’s strategy included a 

free breakfast club doubling as a help and support club, 

including homework and reading.

The school also  developed a whole-school focus on 

oracy, including poetry-reading, and an emphasis on 

performance and performing all kinds of reading.

Lesson 4: 
Successful implementation of a 
Pupil Premium plan goes hand-
in-hand with staff  management
You can’t separate the Pupil Premium from staff  

management. Implementation of a new plan will involve 

a process of evolution for staff —not just at the beginning 

stages but throughout the journey.

All heads have to find their particular balance between 

carrot and stick with their staff . Certainly in Sarah’s 

school she found that the staff  responded well to being 

off ered a clear understanding of what the real issues 

were and what the plan entailed.

A fleeting meeting with a short summary of the plan in 

a few points would have been inadequate. Instead there 

was a strong emphasis on clear communication, high 

expectations  for all staff —and clear consequences for 

not getting on board.

Sarah recalled: “Initially, there was simply a lack of clarity 

on what Pupil Premium meant. Staff  came to realise that 

it is a constant evaluation and revaluation of what their 

students need. Emphasising soft data gave them a much 

better insight into these children’s lives.

“For example, a focus on getting students in early, rather 

than on absence, improved their interaction with school.”

The lack of teacher training in personalised learning and 

diff erentiation as well teaching assistant training was a 

key barrier to narrowing the gap. Wendy Knott, an expert 

in diff erentiation training, worked with staff  in Ely in small 

groups over four one-day sessions. The end result was a 

shift in both the thinking and action of the staff . Assume 

that your teachers and teaching assistants are nowhere 

near where they could be in their ability to personalise 

learning and adapt the curriculum to really drive student 

engagement. Also assume that student engagement in the 

curriculum is the responsibility of the classroom teacher, 

once you have provided suffi  cient training for them.

Lesson 5:  
Know your students
It is a brave school that invests the time to dig deep into 

the real issues. It can be counter-intuitive to think you 

can improve outcomes in ways that seemingly have 

nothing to do with the curriculum. However, I have seen 

in multiple schools that creative answers to challenges 

in academic performance are more powerful than 

traditional interventions such as extra tuition.

Your staff  may not have the full picture of a student’s 

needs—does a particular student require additional 

maths or language acquisition support, or just a stronger 

relationship with their maths teacher?

Staff  need to have the means to capture what is really 

going on with their pupils. This process then must lead 

to a discussion about how to best meet those needs.

Sarah also commissioned an in-depth SEND review, 

which provided a similar level of breadth and depth to 

the Pupil Premium review. The overlaps between these 

two cohorts are clear nationally, and very often, but not 

always, in individual schools. The provisions for SEND 

students required careful unpicking to ensure maximum 

impact from minimum input.

Daniel Sobel
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